Neurobiology.
The role of neuropeptide Y (NPY), leptin and 5-HT and other neurotransmitters implicated in the regulation of energy balance are only now being fully investigated. Little is known about how they may interact with each other in this complex process. In evolutionary terms, the availability of excess food, and the risk of obesity, is only a recent occurrence in humans. Man, and perhaps other species, may not have developed a specialised neurochemical system for adjusting food intake during obesity. Hence perturbation of a single system, such as hypothalamic NPY or leptin, is unlikely to be directly responsible for the development of most obesity. In contrast, periods of food deprivation and partial starvation have been common in the animal kingdom and the multitude of neurotransmitters implicated in energy balance are more likely to be directed towards increasing food consumption and conserving energy than reducing appetite and increasing thermogenesis in the presence of excess. The last few years have witnessed rapid advances in the understanding of the fundamental mechanisms that regulate body weight and fat content. This progress will undoubtedly continue in the future, and it is hoped that this will be rewarded with the development of new drugs to treat obesity. At present, however, it is unclear whether NPY, leptin, or other apparently strong candidates will be the winner in the lucrative race for the ideal anti-obesity drug.